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How much has house lock affected labor mobility and the  
unemployment rate? 
by Daniel Aaronson, vice president and economic advisor, and Jonathan Davis, associate economist
This article explores new evidence from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Survey of Income and 
Program Participation (SIPP) on the extent to which “house lock”—the reluctance of 
households to sell their homes in a declining house price environment—has contributed 
to the elevated unemployment rate since 2008.
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1. Migration rates: Homeowners vs. renters 
Notes: Data displayed are six-month moving averages of seasonally adjusted 
four-month state-to-state migration rates. The shaded areas indicate official periods 
of recession as identified by the National Bureau of Economic Research. Several 
gaps in the time series exist because one cohort had completed the full set of 
waves (four-month periods) before the next cohort began. 
source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, 
1984–2010 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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Renters Homeowners2.  Migration rates: Current episode vs. past cycles
Notes: Average seasonally adjusted four-month state-to-state migration rates for each period are shown. Columns and rows may 
not total because of rounding. Bootstrapped standard errors clustered at the individual level are in parentheses. 
source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, 1984–2010 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
    Current episode      1984–2001
    Dec. 2008–
  2005–07  July 2010  Difference  Expansions  Recessions  Difference
Homeowners  0.0025  0.0019  –0.0006  0.0029  0.0023  –0.0006
  (0.0002)  (0.0002)  (0.0003)  (0.0001)  (0.0002)  (0.0002)
Renters  0.0098  0.0085  –0.0013  0.0114  0.0096  –0.0018
  (0.0007)  (0.0005)  (0.0009)  (0.0002)  (0.0006)  (0.0007)
Difference      –0.0008      –0.0012
      (0.0010)      (0.0007)
Sample size
Homeowners  98,473  70,161  715,759  67,736


































































































































national­declines­in­house­prices?­In­the­3.  Migration rates, by state house price and work status
    Dec. 2008– 
  2005–07  July 2010  Difference
Large-price-decline states (above median)
Homeowners  0.0020  0.0017  –0.0004
  (0.0002)  (0.0002)  (0.0003)
Renters  0.0087  0.0078  –0.0008
  (0.0007)  (0.0006)  (0.0009)
Difference      –0.0004
      (0.0010)
Small-price-decline states (below median)
Homeowners  0.0032  0.0023  –0.0008
  (0.0004)  (0.0003)  (0.0004)
Renters  0.0121  0.0097  –0.0024
  (0.0014)  (0.0010)  (0.0018)
Difference      –0.0016
      (0.0019)
Household head is unemployed or not in labor force
Homeowners  0.0037  0.0029  –0.0008
  (0.0005)  (0.0005)  (0.0007)
Renters  0.0104  0.0092  –0.0012
  (0.0015)  (0.0010)  (0.0019)
Difference      –0.0004
      (0.0020)
     
Household head is employed
Homeowners  0.0022  0.0017  –0.0005
  (0.0002)  (0.0002)  (0.0003)
Renters  0.0096  0.0082  –0.0014
  (0.0008)  (0.0006)  (0.0011)
Difference      –0.0009
      (0.0012)
Notes: Average seasonally adjusted four-month state-to-state migration rates for each 
period are shown. Columns and rows may not total because of rounding. Bootstrapped 
standard errors clustered at the individual level are in parentheses. In the top half of the 
figure, the sample is split into above- and below-median price decline categories based 
on state house price changes between 2007:Q2 and 2010:Q2. 
sources: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Federal Housing Finance Agency, 
House Price Index, from Haver Analytics; and U.S. Census Bureau, 1984–2010 Survey 
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